I CAN READ

Jason Kane
I remember the Letter People. For some reason, I can see some more clearly than I can see others. Mr. T. who I'm certain had big teeth inside a big mouth, and Mr. H. who had long green hair because he refused to get it cut after falling and cutting his knee; he feared that if he cut his hair. it would bleed and it would hurt. Of course. even as a scared kindergartner. I knew Mr. Hairy H's phobia was unfounded. Hair did not bleed. It was the only part of my body that didn't bleed. My brother, Eric. had taught me that. I remem ber the letter S the best. S stood for Supersonic Socks and wore a mask, a cape, and socks. all of which were blood red; I see a large red S on his chest and dish-soap-blue skin. Supersonic Socks was my favorite Letter Person because his special socks enabled him to fly. I'm not sure if at that time I had become obsessed with the TV cartoon the Supeifnends and flying, and Superman and the Green Lantern my two favorite leaders be cause they too could fly, but I can only assume that I had since Supersonic Socks is the only Let ter Person I can see as a shaped. blOwn-up figure like and about the size of a beach ball. sitting on the window sill in my kindergarten classroom. I know twenty-five others lived in the Letter People world, but I remember Supersonic Socks the best because he had the ability to leave that world when he wanted.
U's not surprising that my earliest "literacy memories" mix with early images of television. I'm certain I spent more time in front of the TV than I did with a book. However, I could rarely even concentrate on the images of TV since Eric usually decided he wanted to watch whatever I didn't want to watch. He would sit on me, pin my arms behind my back. and force me to change the channel. Change-I feel as if my childhood reflected the dis ruptive and constantly shifting images ofTV-com mercial breaks, fade-outs, rapid scene changes. new and different channels. I don't know if it was due to my overly aggreSSive brother or natural tenden cies toward pacifism, but I was a frightened and shy little boy. When people spoke to me, I would duck behind my mother and hold onto her leg, leav ing only a few reddish brown toddler curls. my al ready longer than average for my age left leg, and my little hands and pipe cleaner arms visible to the speaker. So going to school, being away from my mother, and being with a whole room full of strange people trying to talk to me was not something that I looked forward to. My dad took me to school on my first day of kindergarten. Kindergartners went to school half days in those days. I can't remember if I was an a.m. or a p.m. kindergartner. I must have been an a.m. kindergartner because Dad took me. Dressed in his jacket and tie, he must have been on his way to the high school to principal. I suppose he could have come home on his lunch break to escort me to school. I lived five houses away from Valley View Elementary, so I was a walker. Actually. at that point I was not big enough to walk alone, so I had to be taken to school. I felt taken. I would not have gone to school if somebody hadn't taken me. I'm certain Dad won the job because he knew I'd never let go of Mom's leg. Mom says Dad took me be cause he knew that once I started crying, begging not to be left there with the strange people, that she'd pick me up in her arms and take me back home. I remember crying. Chocolate milk and rest time after story-time on my brand new kindergart ner rug wasn't enough incentive to want to stick around. But Dad had to either get to or get back to work, so he left me alone and crying.
In first grade the first thing I learned wasn't addition or subtraction; it was division. "Jason. you are in this reading group with Susie, Brtan, Mike... You all will meet at the back I tried to leave the world of the Letter People once. I flew out the door of my first grade class room, glided down the school hallway, burst through the school doors, and soared across the playground, leaving the strange substitute behind me. Oh, the freedom of flight. To be flying across the playground knoWing that everybOdy else was trapped inside the school of cinderblock walls and tile floors-students shackled to metal-barred desks, perfecting their lower case A's. To be free. To fly. To be taken back by your mother who refused to harbor her fugitive son. To be grounded. "Mom, I don't even have a book," I remem ber saying. I know I had been reading on my own before entering first grade, so I didn't understand why I didn't get my own book. I ask Mom when I first began reading on my own. She can't remem ber. She thinks I couldn't read before the first grade because she remembers that I was initially placed in the lowest reading group. But I know I could read. I remember feeling bored, misunderstood, Reading groups. I began at the bottom but finished on top. Looking back, I am appalled at the concept. We immedIately divide the children into groups, and although we do not give them official uniforms or name tags, we do give them labels. Em blems. Banners, Dinosaurs-we are labeled by the title of the books we read. We are ranked by the books we read. We know who belongs where. We see them carry their books to the back table. We can see that they are bigger than ours. More words. More pages. More intelligence. We see the group watching the teacher pOint to the words on the ea sel. We can hear the kids struggle to pronounce cat and dog: we hear the ensuing laughter; we hear the kids read fluently. no stuttering, no pausing, no mispronouncing; we feel the envy. We learn di vision.
But where would I be without reading groups? I cannot reflect and critique without ac
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knowledging what reading groups did for me. I be gan with no book. but Mrs. Zielke somehow real ized that I could read. I don't know why she was able to read me when Ms. Sandy was not. Perhaps she was better trained to read the stories I wrote. Perhaps I spoke. Perhaps she heard me. She gave me the next reading group's book. I breezed through. She gave me the next. I sailed. I simply read the last story of the next book. I was flying. I was flying into the very top reading group where I was the only member. My own book. My own group. The beginning of confidence. My beginning flying lessons.
I was a writer of stories before I ever went to school.
I was a writer of stories before I ever went to school. But I rarely wrote these stories down. I performed these stories as I composed them in my mind. Bath time was not a dreaded moment where I had to be scrubbed raw and clean. Bath time was story time, and I would compose for hours. My wrinkled. water-soaked skin made me believe I was magically aging, changing, only to magically change back to my normal self after leaving my created world, after wiping the magiC water from my body.
It was plastic surgery. Cookie cutters, a rubber ducky. rubber Smurf figurines, He-Men action fig ures-anything could be a character for my stories. Their lives came together in the water world of the bath; I created their lives; I created their stories. I made them strong if I wanted to. I made them weak. I made them evil and good. I made them great swim mers. I made them fly. Storytelling allowed me to be in control, to have power, to go anywhere I wanted to go. to be the hero, to be He-Man. Superman, Supersonic Socks. Storytelling allowed me to fly.
I never have to bang my head against a wall to think of a story. My life is a story. Our lives are stories. Hope has come back to life. She has been a regular and integral character on Days ojOur Lives again for years now. She originally came back to the show as another person who had simply been made to look like Hope. She didn't remember any thing about her past, amnesia as a result of the evil Stefano's brainwashing. Amnesia, forgetting who we are, forgetting our mothers, our loved ones, our pasts, is a common soap opera story line. Hope came back to the show, but she didn't really come back to life until she remembered her stories. It's funny. I no longer watch Days qf Our Lives and haven't for years, yet I st1lI know its story.
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